A clearly stated research question or hypothesis is one of the critical first steps in designing a research study that can actually produce usable results. The question outlines where the study will be conducted, defines the population of interest, and determines the types of interventions that may be tested. It also helps the researcher select the measures that will be used to collect data and sets the stage for analysis methods. The question that guides a search of research evidence to support or refine management practice also plays a key role, similar to a research question, in structuring and guiding the search process. This guiding question is called a PICO question: (P) patient, population, or process of interest, (I) intervention or best practice to be assessed, (C) comparison group or unit, and (O) outcome or effect of interest. A format using the time factor (PICOT) is also sometimes used. The variable of time (T) is helpful if, for example, you're interested in looking at the effect of an intervention over a particular period of time. For example: "In the adult oncology postoperative surgical patient population (P) is patient-controlled analgesia (I) compared with PRN medication (C) more effective (O) within the first 24 hours after surgery (T)?" In this example, the nurse leader is only interested in looking at the first 24 hours after surgery on an inpatient unit, so it's appropriate to use time in the question to help narrow the search. If the time frame isn't an important factor, stay with the PICO question format so as not to limit the search.
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When developing the PICO question for an evidence-based nursing management issue, the critical task is to ask the question using the correct terminology so that these key words can then be used to create a literature search with useful solutions. It's a challenge to find the most relevant and useful information in the vast sea of databases and Internet information that now exists. 1, 2 Finding the right information in the most efficient manner is vital to successfully practicing evidence-based decision making in management and leadership. Knowing what key components to use in a search strategy will not only help develop that efficiency, but also guide the nurse leader in setting up an evaluation strategy to assess the impact of practice changes.
Step by step The components that are most useful for finding the right information can be found within the key words of the PICO question. Let's apply this strategy to sample management questions. Suppose that a nurse leader is interested in enhancing interdisciplinary team collaboration and communication. To state this question, it may make more sense to shift the order of the PICO elements. The PICO statement might be: "Does interdisciplinary bedside rounding (I) increase communication (O) among healthcare team members (P) compared with traditional physician rounds (C)?" Using this example, the key words that may be used as the search terms include interdisciplinary bedside rounding or bedside rounding, team communication, and physician rounds. Choosing certain elements of the PICO question will help focus on the most important components of the search; for example, interdisciplinary rounds AND communication may be a good place to start. The challenge is to try different combinations of the key words to narrow the search (so as not to pull hundreds or thousands of articles), yet not narrowing it too much that important information could be missed.
Evidence-based nursing
Let's try another example in more detail. Suppose a nurse manager of an inpatient cardiovascular unit noticed that the readmission rate seemed to be increasing and wondered if it had anything to do with the current practice of discharge teaching. The manager charges a staff task force to develop a new systematic process for discharge teaching and conduct an evidencebased practice (EBP) project around this issue. The group is looking for short-term readmission results, so a PICOT format is selected. The PICOT question might look something like: "What components in a new discharge teaching process (I) are likely to decrease the number (O) of readmissions (P) as compared with current practice (C) over the next 6 months (T)?" When looking at this question, the next step would be to decide what key words will provide the best literature to find an answer. It might seem obvious, but discharge teaching AND readmission rates would be an excellent place to start. This is a very general search question that returned 3,887 citations from PubMed on June 2, 1014, including at least one systematic review and two studies of discharge interventions in the 20 studies cited on the first page of the results. This may seem overwhelming, but not compared with the 10,000 citations returned in response to the search term "discharge teaching" or the 12,123 citations resulting from using the term "hospital readmission."
With the additional information provided by PubMed's listing of related citations, the search on "discharge teaching AND hospital readmission" would give the team a beginning sense of whether inpatient discharge teaching is in any way related to readmission rates. After the team has a sense of the answer to the general PICOT question, the (I) and (C) terms can be refined to be more specific. For instance, if the team finds articles indicating that phone contact in the first week after discharge influences readmission rates and is considering piloting such a strategy, a term such as "follow-up phone call" or "telephone follow-up" can be added to the search to see if best practices supported by research evidence exist. The process of narrowing the search may take some experimentation to find the terms that are selected by researchers and also incorporated into the general terms used by the search engine.
Search options and considerations
The search strategy includes entering key words, based on the PICO question, into selected research article databases such as PubMed or CINAHL Plus. Although other databases are also available, access may be dependent on an institutional subscription. It's always helpful to consult with the institutional librarian to determine what It's also common for searches to be done in Google or Google Scholar. However, a word of caution is needed. This approach requires a very critical eye to scrutinize the relevance and value of your findings for a specific purpose. The search may also take more time because these search engines often return a large amount of information, including advertisements. These popular search engines can be helpful if a nurse leader has no idea where to begin to select search terms because the entire question can be searched. Sometimes a Google search will provide scholarly articles very close to a selected topic, and from there you can begin to develop a good list of search terms.
On the other hand, PubMed and CINAHL are more sophisticated databases housing only scholarly entries and utilizing medical subject headings functionality, which increases the relevance of retrieved references. PubMed also utilizes a thesaurus function, which can expand the search results within the database. Once again, it will take a careful eye to scan the search results and selectively choose the articles most relevant for a particular management practice issue.
Appraising the evidence
The next critical step after you've narrowed the search and decided on a manageable number of articles to help answer a practice question is to review each of your articles for relevance to the PICO question. This has now brought us to the third step of the EBP process, known as appraise. 3 A number of useful tools exist to support the nurse leader in this somewhat overwhelming sorting and evaluation process. Several formats exist for creating a table of evidence to summarize your appraisal data. For one example, visit the PubMed resource page at http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ pubmedhealth/PMH0009108/. Figure 1 shows the table of evidence format used at the National Institutes of Health (NIH) Clinical Center for staff and managers conducting evidence reviews.
After all of the information about each study is entered, the next step is to assess the level of evidence provided by the article. There are numerous published frameworks for grading research evidence based on the degree to which research studies have been conducted that support a cause-and-effect relationship between the intervention and the outcome. Again, a clearly stated PICO question is needed to guide the appraisal. In general, evidence is appraised in terms of whether it's based on opinions, including expert opinion, versus actual research observations ranging from qualitative studies to randomized control studies to systematic reviews and meta-analysis.
At the NIH Clinical Center, the framework developed by Melnyk and Fineout-Overholt is used to appraise evidence.
3 (See Table 1 .) After a study is assigned a level, it's often helpful to further summarize the appraisal, especially if there's a large group of studies to be assessed. One approach if there's a great deal of research in an area, including several systematic analyses, is to assign a rating of strong, moderate, or low evidence to studies based on the 
Randomized control trials
Studies that compare outcomes of experimental intervention with a "control, " a comparable sample for which no intervention was done, or for which a comparable "usual treatment" was used.
Case control and cohort studies
Includes retrospective studies for which a statistical procedure was used to control for differences between the intervention and control group. Also includes prospective studies for which randomization is impractical or unethical.
Qualitative systematic reviews
Synthesis of themes and findings across qualitative studies. Challenges include variation in conceptual labels and variations in methods of analysis across studies.
Single qualitative study
Weak evidence for initiating change, but can provide strong support for a general direction, uncovering factors to consider in process redesign and potential impact of a change on staff or patients.
Expert opinion
Weakest level of evidence. Based on professional experience and judgment. May be helpful in identifying staff perspectives and potential issues to consider when implementing a change.
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Evidence-based nursing methodology of the studies that are included, such as whether the samples are relevant and the potential for bias is low. 4 Another approach to summarizing the appraisal process, used by the Oncology Nursing Society in developing its Putting Evidence into Practice program, is to make graded recommendations for incorporation into practice (or not) based on the quality and strength of the evidence. 5 On the right path Utilizing the PICO(T) format for developing a question, a framework for appraising research articles, and an evidence summary table will help ensure that nurse leaders are on the right path when conducting an evidencebased management practice project. These tools are extremely beneficial for achieving the best intervention and outcomes for a particular management challenge. NM
